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The late Mr Harrisse devoted considerable space in his second memoir on the Cabots to the history of this expedition.1 His summing-up is adverse to Sebastian. He holds that the choice of the course to Pernambuco was due to ignorance of navigation, and that the decision to explore the River Plate was taken only after reaching Brazil He shows that the merchant syndicate objected to Cabot's appointment some time before the start, but that the Emperor insisted on his being placed in command. The witnesses at the subsequent trials testified to all these things, but it should be noted that even if they had guessed at a secret understanding between Cabot and his sovereign they could not very well have said so. Of that there is not, and most likely never was, any documentary evidence. Harrisse ignores the point, but its probability rests on Charles V's subsequent protection of the commander. He may have remitted the banishment because Cabot was useful as Pilot-Major (although there were competent Spanish aspirants to that position), but why should he have advanced money for the fines unless morally bound to do so ? It is difficult to avoid the conclusion that Charles V was the real wrecker of the Spice Islands voyage and that on the whole he considered it a voyage well lost. Apart from policy, the gravest count against Cabot as a man is his conduct at the loss of the flagship. The details are illuminating. Cabot saw they were running into danger and ordered the anchor to be dropped. The master and pilot flatly disobeyed him, carried on, and wrecked the ship. Cabot and his adherents then took to the boat and left the delinquents to get out of the mess as best they could. It was not the act of a great commander rising magnanimously to the occasion, but it looks more like vindictive temper than cowardice. The personal peril may not have been great, for after all no one was drowned. The voyage up to that point had been a succession of naggings and disputes over trifles. A steward had refused to issue some wine on his captain's order because the admiral had given a counter-order, and this incident alone had made a first-class quarrel that divided the fleet, with either party invoking the sacred authority of the Holy Roman Emperor. In the subsequent campaigns on the Plate even Harrisse admits that Cabot played the man: "There is no proof that from this time Cabot failed to conduct himself as a competent and energetic commander. On the contrary, so far as we know, for the question was not raised when he was tried before the Council of the Indies, Cabot behaved gallantly and maintained to the last the strictest discipline___Cabof s returning, notwithstanding swarms of fierce Indians,
1 John and Sebastian Cabot (1896), pp. 185-269.